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County Agent’s Notes:

April 9, 2001

Local Agriculture delayed by rains.
The ideal planting time for corn in this area is around the 20th of March, however only
about a third of the intended corn fields have been planted. The combination of low soil
temperatures and heavy rains have kept growers out of fields. Fields that have been planted
seem to be emerging amazingly well. There may some replanting required as a result of standing
water, but this should not account for many acres.
Corn is well suited to planting early, and it is capable of enduring very harsh conditions,
however the worst situation for corn is the combination of both cold and saturated soil. When
seeds are planted to the ideal depth of around two inches, saturated soil conditions deprive seeds
of the oxygen required for germination, consequently the seed die before the new plant can
emerge.
Although some growers plant corn “flat”, without bedding the field, the beds or rows
provide for localized drainage, allowing oxygen to reach the seed to support germination. When
fields are planted flat, the planting date should likely be delayed by at least two weeks as a way
of allowing soil temperature to increase and to reduce the likelihood of being caught by a heavy
spring rain.
Beds should be constructed during the fall in order for soil to settle and for winter
vegetation to grow as a way of preventing soil loss. Although this is technically not “no-till”, it
is the next best thing since it avoids tillage during the spring. When this is done, spring

vegetation can be killed with “burndown” applications of herbicides such as Gramoxone or
Roundup, and the field can be planted without spring tillage. Most, if not all, of the corn fields
that have been planted this spring have been planted without spring tillage, something that would
have been thought impossible only a few years ago. Because of this, recent rains have caused
very little soil loss. Most of the damage that has occurred has resulted stream bank erosion and
from deposition of silt and sand.
Some soybean fields have also been planted, although most of this has been done in the
Delta region. Our hill country fields have just been too wet to attempt planting soybeans. More
beans will be planted as soon as soils dry down enough to support equipment. Soybeans are
much more cold tolerant than we once thought, and farmers are planting most of the crop just
after corn and prior to planting cotton. Most of the soybean crop will consist of early varieties
that will mature early enough to avoid our normally dry late summer weather.
Cotton planting has already begun in the Delta, but we will not likely get much of this
crop planted in the hills until about the 20th of April, weather permitting. Cotton requires soil
temperatures at or above seventy degrees for good germination and emergence. Warm weather
is also critical for early plant development. Slow growing cotton plants are very susceptible to
seedling diseases and insect damage. In many years, the ideal time for planting cotton comes
around May 10, although most cotton farmers will plant earlier, given the opportunity.
One of the biggest problems in planting any of our local crops is that the seed are much
more important than in the past. With corn, the supply of our best hybrids is limited, so a replant
may require substitution of another less productive variety.

With soybeans, the same thing is true, plus many farmers are now using transgenic
varieties of beans that are tolerant to herbicides like Roundup. When a replant is required, these
varieties may not be available.
Cotton is the most critical of all because the variety predetermines to a large extent the
weed control and insect control programs for the entire season. A replant with other varieties
can greatly complicate management and increase risk.
All these considerations are a part of the mix, however after the last three years of severe
drought there has been little complaint about rain. We have all been given vivid proof that
spring moisture is critical to making a good crop. We still have time to get the crop planted, and
with modern equipment this can be accomplished in less than two weeks when good weather
arrives. Although crop prices are still depressed, farmers are hoping for a good crop year to
begin a recovery for local agriculture.

